Introduction
Until now, there has been no consensus about where cohabitation stands. Some argue that marriage and cohabitation are more or less the same (Hopflinger, 1990), others are convinced that cohabitation is something completely different (Lesthaeghe et al., 1992; Rindfuss and VandenHeuvel, 1990) , while others suggest that cohabitation serves different functions (Manting, 1991; Santow and Bracher, 1994; Trost, 1988) .
How cohabitation is viewed affects the interpretation of past developments in marriage. For instance, if cohabitation is viewed as a temporary phase before marriage, the emergence of cohabitation is interpreted as a cause of the postponement of marriage. Cohabitation viewed as an alternative way of living might, however, be seen as one of the underlying causes of a decline in marriage.
Cohabitation in the Netherlands began to emerge during the 1970s. It started as a deviant and alternative way of living, as a'manifestation of a refusal of the conventional "bourgeois marriage" which was accused of being hypocritical in the sense that conformism was more important than the quality of the relationship' (Lesthaeghe etal., 1992: 2). As such, in the beginning, cohabitation attracted a selective sub-group of the population more or less automatically, so that differences between cohabiting and married couples were important (De Feijter, 1991) . In contrast to married couples, at the beginning of the 1980s cohabiting couples had a greater urge for Because normative pressure to marry soon after cohabitation diminished, cohabitation developed into a gradual way to move into a union. According to Rindfuss and VendenHeuvel (1990) , discussing the situation for the United States, cohabitation is an alternative to singlehood instead of an alternative to marriage. They view cohabitation as a long-term and gradual moving-in process: 'a common reason for deciding to cohabit is that, in view of the amount of time the couple already spend together, it would simplify their lives to share a dwelling unit' (Rindfuss and VandenHeuvel, 1990: 706) . The inherent goal of stability and permanence is not always evident at the start of union formation: 'cohabitation does not assume a commitment to permanency at the beginning of the relationship. The necessity of a long-term commitment does not exist' (Rindfuss and VandenHeuvel, 1990: 707) . The process may start with spending one or more nights together, living together more or less permanently, followed by giving up one's own separate unit, and sharing and buying expensive and permanent goods such as a house (Rindfuss and VandenHeuvel, 1990) .
These different conceptualizations of cohabitation are still noticeable in, for instance, an individual's perceptions of cohabitation. Of the people born in 1961, some characterize their entry into cohabitation as a process of gradual movingin, others consider the marriage issue of little importance, and yet another group have no intention of marrying their cohabiting partners at all (Liefbroer, 1991a ). However, a major proportion of younger women in the Netherlands anticipate cohabitation as a temporary phase before marriage-or they have already married after a period of cohabitation (Manting, 1994; Statistics Netherlands, 1994) .
Together with changes in the meaning of cohabitation, the value of marriage has changed as well. For women, the perception of marriage as a means of gaining economic security and independence from parents has weakened because of their labourmarket participation. Marriage has lost its place as a prerequisite for an intimate sexual relationship, for the bearing and rearing of children, or for living with a partner.
This assumption that cohabitation and marriage have different interpretations across historical time has far-reaching implications. It affects--among other things-the formulation of hypotheses regarding the historical specificity of the influence of determinants of both marriage and cohabitation. It means that we can no longer automatically assume (and this is a very common assumption) that relationships between underlying causes and the behaviour studied are constant across time. On the contrary, the explicit hypothesis should be that determinants may quite probably vary in impact over historical time. In turn, the implication of this assumption is that we cannot use a common method for life-course research, that is, the proportional hazard model. We should use a non-proportional hazard model.
In the next section, explicit attention is given to how relationships between determinants and the process of union formation might vary across historical time. The third section describes the methods employed and the data-set used.The fourth section presents empirical results showing whether or not determinants vary in their impact across historical time. The article concludes with a discussion of the results.
Historical change hypothesis
The assumption that cohabitation and marriage have different meanings for different people and in different periods has several implications for the way the process of union formation should be studied. First of all, given that cohabitation was a statement against marriage, but has gradually become a strategy to enter a union, it seems very unlikely that causal structures leading to marriage will be similar to those affecting entry into cohabitation. The consequence is that to understand the underlying causes leading people to enter a union, one has to study the selection process into a union, either by marriage or by cohabitation (Liefbroer, 1991a; Manting, 1991) . One has to study the process of entry up to the moment a couple live together instead of until the moment of marriage, as has generally been done in more conventional studies.
Secondly, given these historically specific conceptualizations of cohabitation, it seems rather unlikely that causal relationships will be constant across time. De Feijter (1991) showed that in the early days of the rise in cohabitation, in the mid1970s, this living arrangement was practised by a sub-group with a particularly high level of education and no religious denomination. By the mid1980s, a larger part of the population cohabited at a certain point in their life course. As a result, it became much more difficult to detect a select subgroup of cohabitors over time (De Feijter, 1991) . His observation that individual background characteristics have a diminishing differential impact on demographic behaviour was made for forms of behaviour that have become more common across time. That social differentiation decreases when cohabiting couples are compared with married couples may result from the fact that the majority of people cohabit and marry. Yet, it might be that certain determinants will diminish in impact for behaviour which becomes increasingly widespread, while at the same time increasing in impact for options which are becoming less widespread, or for new options. Direct marriage (that is, entry into marriage without a prior period of cohabitation) is an example of behaviour that has become increasingly exceptional over time (Hoem and Hoem, 1992; Latten, 1992 
Method and data
The discussion below concentrates on independent variables that indicate those aspects of the individual's past and current life course that can be examined using the 1988 Netherlands Fertility and Family Survey conducted by Statistics Netherlands. Past life-course determinants that will be included are: age of respondent's mother at childbearing, family size, religious denomination, home town in which a woman grew up, and a variable indicating whether or not a woman lives at her parental home. Current life-course determinants that will be examined for their impact on union formation are labour-force participation, educational attainment, and enrolment.
The dependent variable is the monthly hazard rate of first union formation: the rate at which a union will be entered into in an infinitesimally small age interval, given that it has not yet occurred before the start of the age interval (Liefbroer, 1991b) .
Multivariate hazard analyses were performed with a discrete log-linear non-proportional hazard model with competing risks to examine the impact of the determinants on the hazard rate simultaneously (Allison, 1984; Hachen, 1988; Laird and Olivier, 1981) . Since the hypothesis postulated above explicitly presupposes the presence of nonproportionality (cohort-specific influences of determinants), this model relaxing the assumption of proportionality and allowing for an easy testing of the presence of non-proportionality-was preferred (for a detailed discussion, see Manting, 1994) .
Several multivariate models were estimated. Tests (conditional log-likelihood ratio chi-square) on several multivariate models containing age, birth cohort, and a number of past and/or current lifecourse determinants showed that all determinants have a significant impact on marriage and/or cohabitation. The conditional L2 (log-likelihood ratio chi-square) test was used to test the significant improvement of the fit of the model for a number of effects (Hagenaars, 1990 ). Entry into marriage and entry into cohabitation were registered according to the calender year and month of their occurrence. However, for entry into the labour market for the first time in life and for exit from the educational system, only the year of occurrence was registered. In order to estimate age in months at which one left school or got a job, it was assumed that on average respondents experience these events in the middle of the year. Because only one school-leaving date is known, the assumption is made that, from that date onwards, women did not re-enter the educational system.Thus, once a woman has left school, she can never enter the status of 'being at school' again. To calculate the age(s) at which women stopped working, some additional assumptions had to be made. For example, it is not known whether childless women who did not work for the whole period experienced periods of unemployment followed by periods of employment. It is assumed that they did not, and that when they did leave employment, they never worked again. It is assumed that those women who left employment before the birth of a child did so on the date of birth of the first child and never re-entered employed status. Furthermore, when an individual entered the labour market while still in full-time education, that individual was relabelled as 'being at work' instead of 'being at school' Educational level was measured only at the time of interview. It will be more accurate for women who have left the educational system than for women who are still studying.
The results of the questions about religion should be interpreted with caution since this variable, although labelled as a determinant of women's past, is measured at the time of interview. It is possible that a few women have changed their religious affiliation during their life course (and, with relevance for this analysis, after entry into a union). On the other hand, analyses of first union formation with another data-set including the religion in which one was brought up instead of religion measured at the time of interview revealed similar results, in that women brought up in a nonreligious environment had a much higher rate of cohabitation and a much lower rate of marriage than women brought up in a religious environment (Manting, 1991) .
The clock, measuring time (in units of months) in the process of first-union formation, starts at age 16 and stops at the moment a union is formed (irrespective of its legal status) or, when a union has not (yet) been formed, at the moment at which the interview was held. The estimated model is a competing risk model. Single women are at risk of two competing events: cohabitation and marriage. At the moment women enter a first union by marriage, they are no longer exposed to the risk of unmarried cohabitation. Similarly, at the moment women enter a first union by non-married cohabitation, they no longer run a risk of entering into their union by marriage.
Three-quarters of the nearly 6000 women in the sample had formed a first union: three women in ten entered into cohabitation, four in ten married directly. The average observed duration (starting at age 16) was 6.7 years for cohort 1950-4; 6.5 years for cohort 1955-9; 6.3 years for cohort 1960-4; and 4.2 years for the youngest cohort (1965-9). The average observed duration is less than the average time for which women live without a (first) partner after the age of 16, because some observations were censored at the time the interview was held. Besides theoretical motivations, the coding of the variables derives from practical motivations, such as the avoidance of categories with too few observations. For instance, because it was decided to examine cohorts that are relatively young at the time the interview was held (18 to 37 years), the age categories have been divided into 16-18,19-21, and 22 and above. No further distinction has been made for ages 22 and above to avoid too many zero observations for the youngest birth cohort (19659). Although the parameter estimates at ages 22 and above should be interpreted with caution, since they reflect the experiences of women in a wide age-range (22-37), multivariate models in which entry into a union was censored either at age 25 or at age 27, showed similar parameters (results not shown here: see Manting, 1994) . The similarity of the parameter estimates before and after censoring derives from the fact that so many women have already formed a union at age 22. More than half the women born in the 1950s had formed a first union before age 22; more than three-quarters of these women had entered into a union before age 23. For women born in the 1960s just under half the women born in 1960-4 and about one-quarter of the women born in 1965-9 had entered into a union before age 22. Before age 23 about two-thirds of women born in 1960-4 had formed a union, in contrast to just over one-quarter of women born in the late 1960s.
Determinants of cohabitation and marriage
In this section, the results of two separate multivariate models are presented. First, results stemming from a model containing all past life-course determinants will be discussed. Before presenting cohort variations, the main impact of these determinants is discussed: on entry into marriage directly and on entry into cohabitation. After that, results from a model containing current life-course experiences are discussed. The economic interpretation of the number of siblings with whom a child has been brought up is that the more children who are present in the parental family, the lower are the material resources. Assuming that parents use their resources to influence their children's life course, family size is seen as an indicator of the amount of money, time, and energy parents may give to each child separately (Waite and Spitze, 1981) . It is possible that children in a small family may be stimulated more to invest in other life domains, such as education and work, at the expense of early marriage. Moreover, women growing up in smaller families may be brought up in an environment that favours marital and family life less than women growing up in larger families. As a consequence, women from larger families will value marriage most highly (Santow and Bracher, 1994 Women with a relatively young mother have a 1.1 times higher marriage risk than on average. Explanations for this phenomenon were offered by Thornton (1991) and Haurin (1992). They assume that children of young mothers have fewer social, psychological, and economic resources than children of older mothers and relative deprivation is associated with lower parental home quality. Assuming that a lower parental home quality leads to a higher rate of marriage, children with a young mother are more likely to marry. Another, more positive explanation, is that young mothers have more positive attitudes towards their daughters' early marriage.
Past life-course determinants
Finally, women in smaller cities have a higher marriage rate than women in larger cities.
Hazard rates of entry into cohabitation rise with age. The new phenomenon of unmarried cohabitation rises sharply across cohorts, with relative risks of cohabitation increasing from 0.59 lower to 1.46 times higher than on average. One would expect that people living alone would have a better opportunity to form a union gradually; because they have a housing unit of their own, they have a better opportunity to move into cohabitation (Liefbroer, 1991b) through the process of gradually moving in, as described by Rindfuss and VandenHeuvel (1990) . Women who live alone have a better opportunity to start a union formation by spending one or more nights together, followed by living together more or less permanently, and finally, by giving up one or both separate housing unit(s). Women living independently do indeed have a 2.23 times higher risk than average, while women living in the parental home have a 0.45 times lower risk of cohabitation than average.Whereas religious women have a much higher marriage risk than non-religious women, they have, in contrast, a much lower risk of cohabitation. Differences between the denominations are not very large, although they are statistically significant. Roman Catholics have a 0.89 times lower risk of cohabitation, while women from other denominations have a 0.74 times lower risk. Although women brought up in a small family have a somewhat higher risk of cohabitation than on average, the difference is statistically insignificant. Women with a relatively young mother are more likely to enter into cohabitation than those with a relatively older mother. And lastly, living in a large town leads to a 1.16 times higher risk of entry into cohabitation than average.
Cohort variations
So far, no attention has been given to whether or not determinants may have non-constant influences over time. This is a very common approach in event-history analyses. Yet, there are a number of non-proportional effects that should not be ignored. Determinants vary in meaning with the individual's age and with the individual's year of birth (see Manting, 1994) . In this article, attention is only given to cohort fluctuations to examine whether or not the theses formulated above are supported by empirical evidence. Yet, although interactions other than cohort interactions will not be shown in this article, the relative risks presented in Tables 2 and 3 For the process of entry into marriage directly, the historical change hypothesis postulates that determinants have an increasing effect on the marriage risk. If this is so, then the relative risks in Table 2 will be more equal to 1 among older birth cohorts than among more recent birth cohorts. The empirical findings for the youngest cohort (1965-9) must be interpreted with caution.
The marriage risk for women born in 1950-4 living at home is 0.5 times lower than the marriage risks of women of that cohort living independently (Table 2) . For women born later, the differences between persons living at home or not are larger. For instance, for women born in the first half of the 1960s, the marriage risk is 0.4 times lower for people living at home than for those living independently. For women born between 1965 and 1969, differences between those living either at home or away from home are even larger. This means that living at home increasingly affects entry into marriage and so it supports the historical change hypothesis. Roman Catholic women born in 1950-4 have a 1.3 times higher rate of marriage than non-religious women, Roman Catholic women born in 1965-9 have a 4.3 times higher marriage rate than non-religious members of that cohort. Thus, in accordance with the historical change hypothesis, differences associated with religion become larger across the cohorts. Although the effect of family size on marriage varies across the birth cohorts, it only supports the historical change hypothesis for the three youngest cohorts.The support is small, because the interaction effect of family size with birth cohort and type of union is insignificant. The effect of the age of the mother remains stable across the cohorts, however, in contrast to the historical change hypothesis. Also in contradiction to expectations, living in a small town relative to growing up in large cities decreasingly discriminates entry into marriage (with the exception of the youngest cohort).
The notion that past life-course experiences decreasingly differentiate the process of cohabitation, since it has become such common behaviour to enter into cohabitation, is supported by only two covariates (Table 3) . Table 4 shows the relative risks of current life-course experiences for marriage and cohabitation, without controlling for relevant age or cohort interaction effects.
A major factor put forward to explain changes in marriage is the growing independence of women, to be observed in their longer educational investment, higher educational attainment, and greater labourforce participation (Blossfeld and Huinink, 1991; Diekmann, 1990; Hoem, 1986; Liefbroer, 1991b; Waite and Spitze, 1981) . All three factors-educational attainment, educational enrolment, and labour-force participation, will be examined for their influence on marriage and cohabitation.
Empirical results from several countries report that women students have a lower rate of first marriage (Blossfeld and Huinink, 1991; Blom, 1994; Hoem, 1986; Liefbroer, 1991b; Santow and Bracher, 1994 ) and a lower rate of union formation and cohabitation (Blom, 1994; Liefbroer, 1991b; Santow and Bracher, 1994 working women have a higher rate of marriage, but also a higher rate of cohabitation. Educational attainment proves to be an exception, in that a higher level of education hampers entry into marriage, but it stimulates entry into cohabitation.
The historical change hypothesis postulates that current life-course experiences increasingly discriminate entry into marriage. (Manting, 1994) indicate that the positive effect of work disappears after controlling for its interaction effect with age. Work essentially hampers marriage and cohabitation at younger ages, but it stimulates entry into marriage and cohabitation at later ages. The evidence with regard to educational level is also inconsistent with the hypothesis.
The historical change hypothesis for the case of cohabitation postulates that the effect of current life-course determinants decreasingly influences entry into cohabitation. The hypothesis is largely supported for educational attainment, but not for being a student, nor for being at work (Table 6) . First of all, the differences between working and studying women increase instead of decreasing. The differences between working and unemployed women are absent and this remains the case, irrespective of the year of birth. Only the impact of education varies in the expected way. More highly educated women from the 1950-4 cohort had a 2.4 times higher risk of cohabitation than less well educated members of this cohort; more highly 
Summary and discussion
In the past few decades, a shift has occurred within the process of union formation. It has become less common to form a union by marriage and more standard to enter it by cohabitation. The meaning of cohabitation and (direct) marriage has also changed. Cohabitation started as a protest against bourgeois marriage, but changed into a means of gradual movement into a union, whereas direct marriage changed from being normal to being deviant behaviour. For women born at the beginning of the 1950s, cohabitation was not an option to be taken lightly. Women born in the early 1960s were confronted with somewhat less negative attitudes towards cohabitation. As a result, they might have analysing the impact of (varying) contextual circumstances on individual behaviour is to follow a group of women, born in a similar historical period, as they grow up. Women born in different periods face different historical conditions, alternatives, and norms, not only with regard to primary relationships, but also with regard to education, work, and fertility. By studying union formation for a series of birth cohorts, more insight can be gained into the impact of past and current life-course determinants leading to union. With some exceptions, most researchers do acknowledge the fact that behaviour changes across cohorts. However, in general, they do not give any attention to the changing meaning of determinants across birth cohorts. They assume, implicitly or explicitly, that the role of determinants does not change over time. This study shows, however, that relationships between determinants and entry into marriage or cohabitation vary greatly across birth cohorts. It was expected that these determinants should have a decreasing impact on behaviour that has become more common over time. If so, the process of entry into cohabitation of more recent birth cohorts should be influenced less by these past and current life-course experiences than the behaviour of older birth cohorts. Alternatively, it was expected that these determinants should increasingly affect outdated behaviour, that is direct marriage. There is certainly empirical evidence for these assumptions, although not for all the life-course experiences examined. This study has shown that for the covariates living at parental home, religious affiliation, and family size (only for entry into marriage), they did indeed change in influence in accordance with the historical change hypothesis.
For the other determinants included, it did, however, show variations deviating from the thesis. Also, the influence of current life-course experiences did not always vary as expected. Sometimes, no change at all was found (in the case of work). The negative impact of being a student gained in importance across cohorts, both for entry into marriage and for entry into cohabitation. The declining impact of educational attainment on entry into cohabitation was the only empirical evidence that supports the historical change hypothesis. Yet, although it did not always support the hypothesized change in direction postulated in the historical change thesis, empirical findings supported the general notion that determinants vary in meaning across historical time.
With this study we hope to have shown that, in addition to the studies of inter-cohort comparisons, which reveal the importance of growing up in different historical periods, and in addition to analyses of intra-cohort comparisons, which reveal the importance of individual determinants, it is also important to examine the combination of both inter-and intra-cohort developments, as this reveals possible changes in the links between the determinants and union formation.
